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MINUTES (draft) 
RHODE ISLAND HISTORICAL PRESERVATION & HERITAGE COMMISSION 

September 9, 2020 
 

VIA VIDEO CONFERENCE 
 
 
I. MEMBERS PRESENT 
 Mr. Michael Abbott, AIA 
 Dr. Tripp Evans  
 Dr. Morgan Grefe 
 Mr. Paul Jordan, representing Janet Coit, Director, DEM 
 Mr. John Paul Loether, State Historic Preservation Officer 
 Dr. E. Pierre Morenon 
 Mr. Kevin Nelson, representing Meredith Brady, Assoc. Dir., Div. of Statewide Planning 

Mr. Clark Schoettle 
 Mr. John Smith 
 Ms. Ruth Taylor, Chair 
 
MEMBERS ABSENT 

Mr. Warren Ducharme, representing the State Building Code Commissioner 
 Ms. Kaity Ryan 
 Mr. Jesse Saglio, President, Rhode Island Commerce Corporation 
 [Vacant] 
 [Vacant] 
 
STAFF PRESENT 
 Donna Alqassar, Heritage Aide 
 Enerida Ademi, Data Control Clerk 
 Rosemary Carreiro, Fiscal Aide 
 Jeffrey Emidy, Deputy Director 
 Elizabeth Rochefort, Principal Architectural Historian 
 Sarah Zurier, Principal Special Projects Coordinator 
 
II. AGENDA 
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1. Call to Order 
 
 The meeting was called to order at 9:34 A.M., Ms. Taylor, Chair, presiding. 
 
 
2. Roll call 
 

Ms. Taylor called the roll of Commissioners. See page one of these minutes for the 
attendance list.  
 

 
3. Meeting procedures overview 
 

Ms. Taylor explained the procedures that would be followed by Commissioners and 
attendees of the meeting. 

 
 
4. Minutes of August 12, 2020 Commission meeting 
 

On a motion by Mr. Smith, seconded by Mr. Schoettle, the commissioners voted 
unanimously to approve the minutes of August 12, 2020 without changes. Mr. Abbott did 
not vote as he was not present at the August meeting. 
  

 
5.   Executive Director’s Report 
 

Mr. Loether reported that: 
a) The initial draft of the RIHPHC Strategic Plan 2021-2027 has been completed and 

is ready for review by the Strategic Plan Committee. The goal is to have it ready 
to be on the Commission agenda before the end of the calendar year.  

b) He worked with Elizabeth Rochefort to complete consistency reviews of the 
update to the 2012 Comprehensive State Historic Preservation Plan, and update to 
the 1996 State Guide Plan Element #140. All of the plans currently in the works 
have slightly different formats because the intended audiences are different.  

c) He and Jeffrey Emidy have responded to requests for application information for 
proposed U.S. Coast Guard transfers of ownership via the National Historic 
Lighthouse Protection Act for Prudence Island Lighthouse, Beavertail Light in 
Jamestown, and Watch Hill Lighthouse in Westerly. The Act looks at state and 
municipal agencies and non-profit applicants first. Our office is not really 
involved in the review of applicants, however, if asked to comment, we will. The 
R.I. Department of Environmental Management is interested in Beavertail Light – 
they already have a management agreement on the property. Watch Hill 
conservancy is also interested. There has been at least one inquiry about the 
Prudence Island Lighthouse. 
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d) He continues to review all of the Coastal Resources Management Council permit 
applications for above-ground impacts. This amounts to about 12 to 14 per month. 
He has also been doing some Section 106 reviews, though Jeffrey Emidy is doing 
the bulk of them. Filling the Project Review coordinator position has been put on 
hold. He plans to write to the State Human Resources department to explain the 
importance of filling this position. 

e) He participated as a presenter in a Grow Smart Rhode Island webinar regarding 
state historic tax credits in Rhode Island. He gave information on the current 
status of the programs because there had been inquiries due to Commerce Rhode 
Island’s Rebuild Rhode Island tax credits. Interest sees to be in a valley now, as it 
is nationwide. 

f) He evaluated the options for a R.I. Office of Management and Budget (OMB) 
proposed 15 percent agency operating-budget reduction for State Fiscal Year 
2022. He believes that we have a plan to meet the 15 percent reduction requested, 
but has not submitted that to OMB yet. He is trying to develop a plan that has the 
least impact possible on our programs. 
 
Ms. Taylor asked if it helps that we have not filled the Project Review coordinator 
position. Mr. Loether replied that it will not unless the vacancy extends into fiscal 
year 2022. The 15 percent equates to about 4200,000 as OMB has presented it to 
us. That is a substantial ask for an agency of our size. We will make the argument 
that, as a regulatory agency, they should ensure that the effects don’t 
“boomerang” back to us and them. 
 
Mr. Smith asked if the 15 percent is across the board, for all state agencies. Mr. 
Loether replied that it is. 
 

 
6. For information: update on the Rhode Island Heritage Month Virtual Celebration 
 
 Mr. Loether explained that RIHPHC Heritage Aide Donna Alqassar has done an 

incredible job figuring out how to make the Rhode Island Heritage Month Virtual 
Celebration productive and useful in this challenging time, and it has been well received.  
 
Asked to comment, Ms. Alqassar stated that she is very excited about having the 
opportunity to showcase the rich heritage of Rhode Island. There will be 41 presentations 
overall, from 20 cultures, spread over four consecutive Saturdays in September. 
September 5th was the first, and the 26th will be the last. 
 
Ms. Taylor stated that, when the event is complete, she would be interested in finding out 
the numbers for the celebration and the impact it created. Ms. Alqassar stated that she 
will prepare a full report when the celebration is complete.  
 
Dr. Grefe stated that she sent Ms. Alqassar’s celebration announcement email to the R.I. 
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Historical Society media staff. She let Ms. Alqassar know that the RIHS staff may 
contact her for more details.  

 
   
Mr. Loether asked to switch the order of agenda items 7 and 8. There were no objections among 
the commissioners. 
 
 
7. For consideration: Proposed change in scope of work for East Providence Certified Local 

Government grant  
 

Katherine Pomplun reported that, in March, 2020, the RIHPHC approved a $10,000 
Certified Local Government grant for the City of East Providence to hire a consultant to 
write a National Register nomination for the former William R. Watters and Arthur E. 
Platt middle schools. The former schools are located on two adjacent parcels in a 
residential area in Riverside. In July, the City Planning Department notified RIHPHC 
staff that the mayor had rescinded his support for the project in favor of a plan to 
demolish the schools and subdivide the parcels into 8-10 single-family house lots. The 
Planning Department was caught off guard by this decision, and proceeded to discuss 
options for returning the grant or reprogramming the funds with RIHPHC staff. The 
Planning Department then proposed an alternative scope of work that would fund a 
citywide survey of 15 to 20 current and former school buildings and the development of a 
historic context statement on schools in East Providence. RIHPHC staff support this 
proposal, and noted in their review that going forward, such a project could help provide 
the context for evaluating historic school buildings statewide. 
 
Ms. Taylor stated the, given that the grant funds would be returned to the National park 
Service if they were unused, rather than be kept at RIHPHC, she will likely vote to 
approve this request, however, she is uncomfortable with the process. The city should 
have to reapply for such a significant change in scope. This is not in the spirit of the 
grant. Ms. Pomplun replied that it is unfortunate that the timing on this has occurred as it 
has. Under NPS regulations, there are only two years from the date of notification of 
award to complete the project, but in reality, delays in the announcement of the funding 
from the NPS to the RIHPHC decreases the allowable period to less than two years. 
 
Dr. Grefe seconded Ms. Taylor’s discomfort with this process, stating that this sis a 
dramatic change in scope, so it is a significant change. However, she understands why we 
would want to make the change in this case. 
 
Mr. Loether stated that the staff considers this the best of the bad alternatives. He opined 
that the RIHHC could draft a letter to the city of East providence expressing our 
displeasure with the way that this has unfolded. Ms. Schoettle stated that we should want 
to support the Planning Department. The department staff’s hearts were in the right place, 
but they were subverted.  
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Ms. Taylor stated that Ms. Pomplun has done a good job figuring out another project that 
would be useful and worthy of a grant. 
 
Ms. Taylor asked for a motion to approve the change in scope for the City of East 
providence’s Certified Local Government grant. On a motion by Mr. Schoettle, seconded 
by Dr. Grefe, the commissioners voted unanimously to approve the motion.  
 

 
  
  

 
8. For consideration: Old Slater Mill preservation easement release to National Park Service 

 
Mr. Loether reported that the Old Slater mill is a National Historic Landmark and was the 
first property listed in the National Register of Historic Places. It is thus incredibly 
significant, and it is in the middle of the heritage area. For years, it has been owned and 
managed by the Old Slater Mill Association (OSMA). The National Park Service (NPS) 
has proposed to acquire it from the OSMA, operating with the understanding that the 
OSMA is having trouble financially and it could potentially have to close the site.  

 
 As a result of a Save America’s Treasures grant, the RIHPHC holds a 50 year easement 

on the property, which is an obstacle to the NPS purchase. NPS would like the easement 
released or a subordination agreement put in place where the state subordinates the 
easement responsibilities to the NPS. Mr. Loether stated that, in his assessment, the 
protections are essentially the same under the easement as they would be under NPS 
ownership via Section 106. He sees no downside to the change. 

 
The NPS is in talks with the R.I. Office of the Attorney General to find a solution. The 
state has never released a preservation easement. Either option will have to go through 
Superior Court.  
 
Mr. Loether stated that the staff recommendation is to do everything that we can to assist 
the transfer to preserve the site and its collections. 
 
Ms. Taylor asked about the difference between terminating the easement and 
subordination. 
 
Sarah Love, of the NPS, stated that, because of Rhode Island General Laws, a release is 
considered a termination of eh easement and would require court action. In the interest of 
time, the NPS attorneys put forward the idea of a subordination agreement in which the 
easement would continue to exist, but would be subordinate to the federal government’s 
fee interest in the property. The NPS supports the same preservation goals as the state 
does, but the NPS having to defer to the state for a decision would cause a situation that 
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the NPS cannot accept under the Antideficiency Act. At this point, it is up to the state 
Office of the Attorney General to decide how to proceed. 
 
Ms. Taylor asked if subordination means that, if the NPS divests itself of the property, the 
easement is again in effect. Ms. Love replied that that is correct. 
 
Mr. Loether noted again that this is a National Historic Landmark site and a higher 
standard than the National Register for review, so he invited the commissioners’ 
thoughts. 
 
Ms. Taylor, Mr. Schoettle, Dr. Morenon, Dr. Grefe, and Mr. Abbott all expressed a 
preference for subordination of the easement.  
 

 Ms. Taylor read the following proposed resolution into the record: 
 
The Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission votes to authorize 
the Executive Director to subordinate the Commission’s easement in the Old Slater Mill 
property in Pawtucket to the fee-simple ownership interests in the property of the 
National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior,  if the property is acquired by the 
NPS. If subordination is not possible, the Commission authorizes the Executive Director 
to terminate the Commission’s preservation easement on the Mill. Furthermore, the 
Commission authorizes the Executive Director to discuss the issue and engage with the 
Rhode Island Attorney General’s office and to appear before the Rhode Island Superior 
Court on the Commission’s behalf in this matter, as needed. 
 
Erik Breitkreutz and Sarah Love, both of the NPS, agreed that the motion was acceptable.  
 
Ms. Taylor read the following continuation of the motion into the record: 
 
Approval of this resolution is subject to the following conditions: 
1. Termination or subordination of the Commission’s easement on the Mill may only 

take place concurrently with or after acquisition of the property in fee simple by the 
NPS; 

2. Approval of any easement termination or subordination agreement between the 
Commission and the NPS by the Rhode Island Attorney General’s Office; and 

3. Issuance of any required approvals by the Rhode Island Superior Court pursuant 
to state law or regulation for termination or subordination of the Commission’s 
easement interest in the Mill as described above. 

 
On a motion by Mr. Abbott, seconded by Mr. Schoettle and Dr. Grefe, the commissioners 
voted unanimously to approve the resolution.  
 
  

9. Old Business 
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There was no old business. 
 

 
11. New Business   
 

There was no new business. 
 

 
12. Announcements 

 
The next Commission meeting will be held October 14, 2020. It will likely be a virtual 
meeting. 

 
 
13. Adjourn 
 
 The meeting adjourned at 10:21 am. 
 
 
Minutes recorded by, 

 
Jeffrey D. Emidy 
Deputy Director 
Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer 
 


